THE CLIMAX
the export trade which they fed grew astonishingly. What was
equally important, English institutions, English thought, were
now impressing themselves more than ever upon the general
culture of Europe. It seemed to that generation as though there
had come to their country a peculiar privilege denied to aU others.
Men felt that England led the world.
The traditions then founded have continued to our own time;
but after 1870, as we shall see in the next section, things changed.
Simultaneous and contradictory forces were progressively to
alter during the last third of the nineteenth century the posi-
tion of England in the world and the nature of her domestic
institutions.
The change was not one of decline—England from 1870 to
the end of the century continued the same triumphant increase
in total wealth, in numbers, and in area of domination and self-
confidence, enjoyed the same internal security, and her vital
supremacy at sea was more unquestioned than ever. Those
who had been her chief rivals, the French, fell under a shattering
blow of defeat at the hands of Prussia, with which Power, as
representing Protestant North Germany, England had been in
sympathy and often in alliance for over a century and from which
she had, as yet, nothing to fear. But during those thirty years,
at the origin of which the defeat of France by Prussia had left
England supreme, two sources of anxiety arose.
In the first place, certain political changes, which were either
inevitable or so much in the spirit of the time that they could
not be postponed, were transforming the social structure of
English society (universal compulsory education, a wider suf-
frage, the ballot, etc.). England began to lose its old indi-
vidualism and freedom, and with it also to lose (very slowly)
the aristocratic spirit which had formed the country.
In the second place, the Irish problem, which might better
be called the Irish ulcer, reappeared: the menace of it increased,
and its gradual effect upon English institutions was to be felt
more and more in the coming years. For, to repeat what runs
like a thread through the whole of the English nineteenth
century, the conflict between England and Ireland was a poison
which this country had not successfully eliminated; in the latter
nineteenth century the virulence of that poison and its effects
increased.
The years round 1870 are therefore the turning-point, after
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